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Washington State’s Projected Population
by Age and Sex, 2000–2030
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Washington, 2030
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w h y  i s  healthy aging 
an important issue?

Washington has one of the most rapidly aging 
populations in the country. By 2020, over 1 million 
people in Washington will be age 65 or older — almost 
twice the number of people in that age group in 2002.

Chronic conditions account for three-fourths of 
Wash ing ton’s health-related costs. Increasing numbers 
of older adults mean increasing numbers of people 
who are at greatest risk for chronic conditions. About 
80% of people age 65 or older have at least one chronic 
con di tion; about 50% have at least two. About 70% 
of deaths in Washington are due to four major chronic 
conditions: heart disease, cancer, stroke, and chronic 
lung disease.

These chronic conditions threaten to reduce quality of 
life, increase health care costs, and overburden already 
strained health care resources. Clearly, more needs to be 
done to prevent age-associated disease and disability.

Much of the physical decline associated with aging can 
be prevented if we are physically active, eat a healthy 
diet, and avoid using tobacco. Thus, addressing these and 
other factors is key to protecting and improving health 
and quality of life as Washington’s population ages.
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People need to be in formed about how to re main 
healthy. They also need en vi ron ments that encourage 
them to adopt and maintain healthy behaviors 
in their daily lives.
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Costs and Trends in Chronic Conditions

Source: Partnership for Solutions: 
Better Lives for People with Chronic Conditions
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h o w  i s  the health 
of washington’s aging 
population?
A lot of progress has been made in preventing death from 
a number of age-related diseases. Over the past decade, 
death rates have de creased for several leading can cers, 
in clud ing colorectal, prostate, female breast and lung 
cancer in men. Death rates from heart disease and stroke 
have also declined.  

However, while people in Washington have added years 
to their lives, they have not added healthy years. People 
are simply living longer with disease. As people live 
longer, we need to reduce the amount of time people are 
ill or disabled in order to improve quality of life and keep 
health care costs down.
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As people live longer, pre vent ing dis ease and injury 
from oc cur ring and delaying the onset of disease 
will enable people to live well long er and help 
min i mize health care costs.



what age-related 
diseases and con di tions 
are in creas ing?
Two conditions that impact older adults are increasing 
rapidly. These par tic u lar con di tions not only cause pre-
 ma ture death, but also cause disability and are very costly.

OBESITY
Obesity costs the U.S. over $100 billion per year in health 
costs and loss of pro duc tiv i ty due to illness, disability and 
pre ma ture death. Businesses lose over $10 billion per year 
due to disabilities, absenteeism, and higher health costs 
related to obesity. Obesity in creas es the risk of di a be tes, 
heart dis ease, stroke, hy per ten sion, os teoar thri tis, high 
cho les ter ol, cancer, and com pli ca tions during surgery.

In Washington. . .
• Adult obesity doubled from al most 10% in 1990 to 

about 20% in 2000, and con tin ues to increase. 
• Over 60% of adults age 45 and older were obese or 

overweight in 2001.

DIABETES
Diabetes is one of the leading causes of disability in adults 
45 and older in the U.S. It is the leading cause of kidney 
failure, causes almost 90,000 amputations each year, and
increases the risk of heart disease, stroke, and blindness. 

In Washington. . .
• The number of people diagnosed with di a be tes 

increased over 60% between 1994 and 2000.
• Nearly 10% of people age 45 or older have been 

di ag nosed with diabetes.
• Over 100,000 people are estimated to have 

diabetes but do not know it.
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OTHER INCREASING CONDITIONS
Due to growing numbers of older people, the 
actual numbers of people with certain other 
con di tions are increasing, even if the rate of a 
condition is not in creas ing substantially. In creas ing 
numbers of people with chronic con di tions may 
further increase health care costs, reduce quality of 
life, and put more strain on health care facilities. 
Two examples of such con di tions are:

Falls Among Older Adults
• The number of hospitalizations for falls among 

people in Washington 65 or older increased 
about 40% from 8,449 in 1990 to 11,742 in 2000.

• In 1999, fractures — most of which are due to 
falls — in people 65 and older in Washington 
cost Medi care over $68 million.

• About one-third of people 65 or older who live 
at home will fall at least once a year.

Stroke
• The number of deaths from stroke in Wash ing ton 

increased about 36% from 2,719 in 1990 to 3,709 
in 2000.

• The number of stroke survivors in Washington 
is not known. Nationally, the number of non-
in sti tu tion al ized stroke survivors increased from 
1.5 mil lion in the early 1970s to 2.4 million in 
the early 1990s.

• In 1999, hospitalizations with stroke as the 
pri ma ry diagnosis cost Washington over $137 
million just for acute care (this fi gure does not 
in clude long-term care or outpatient costs).
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policy and environment: 
what supports healthy 
behaviors in older 
adults?
Our social and physical environments often present 
substantial bar ri ers to health-pro mot ing behavior. Policy 
and en vi ron men tal chang es can be made on a variety 
of levels to contribute to the well-being of the aging 
pop u la tion. Examples include:

In the Work Place—
Employers benefi t from a healthy workforce.

• Provide bike racks and fl ex time to allow for phys i cal 
activity before or during the work day; create signs 
to encourage people to use the stairs instead of the 
elevator or escalator; support employee walking 
groups.

• Make healthy foods and drinks available in vend ing 
machines and cafeterias.

• Provide smoke-free environments.

• Provide employee benefi t packages that include 
cov er age for physical activity, such as a gym 
mem ber ship.

At the Local/Community Level

• Provide increased access to places for physical ac tiv i ty 
(well-designed sidewalks, bike lanes/paths, walk ing 
trails, and parks).

• Establish smoking bans and re stric tions.

• Support food assistance/nutrition programs.

• Create community walking groups, gardens, and other 
social events that encourage physical activity, healthy 
eating, and social interaction.
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Statewide
State level agencies can help promote health in our 
aging pop u la tion by de vel op ing strong, multidisciplinary 
part ner ships to address key policy areas. For example, to 
enable people to remain physically active as they age, the 
Washington State Department of Health is working with 
several other agencies and local communities to develop 
active community environments, and incorporate the 
needs and pref er enc es of older adults in community 
design and trans por ta tion policies.

Prioritizing health promotion and disease pre ven tion in 
policy de vel op ment — es pe cial ly for policies that impact 
phys i cal ac tiv i ty, nutrition, tobacco use, and access to 
preventive health care — is key to keep ing Wash ing ton’s 
people healthy, happy, and pro duc tive as they age.

People who get regular phys i cal activity, eat a 
healthy diet, and avoid to bac co reduce their risk of 
chron ic dis eas es and have half the risk of dis abil i ty 
of those who do not main tain these habits.
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helpful resources
for community and workplace
policy and environmental in ter ven tions

Community Toolbox — http://ctb.lsi.ukans.edu
Guidance for the different tasks necessary to pro mote com mu ni ty 
health and development, including lead er ship, strategic planning, 
community assessment, grant writing, evaluation and more.

Guide to Community Preventive Services — 
www.thecommunityguide.org
Evidence-based rec om men da tions on public health in ter ven tions 
to reduce illness, dis abil i ty, premature death, and en vi ron men tal 
hazards that impair community health and quality of life.

Health Education Resource Exchange — 
www.doh.wa.gov/HERE
A clearinghouse of public health education and health pro mo tion 
projects, materials and resources in the state of Wash ing ton. 
Search for aging-related community projects.

Health Promotion Research Center, University of 
Washington — http://depts.washington.edu/hprc
One of 28 dedicated Prevention Research Centers in the U.S., 
funded by the CDC. HPRC is one of two centers whose focus is 
on healthy aging.

International Council on Active Aging — www.icaa.cc
Provides education, information, resources and tools for pro fes -
sion als in the retirement, assisted living, fi tness, re ha bil i ta tion, 
and wellness fi elds.

Live Well, Live Long: Health Promotion & Disease 
Prevention for Older Adults — www.asaging.org/cdc/
The American Society on Aging has created strategies and ma te -
ri als to help national, state and local or ga ni za tions in serving the 
health promotion and disease prevention needs of older adults.



National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention & Health 
Promotion: Healthy Aging — www.cdc.gov/aging/index.htm
CDC’s Healthy Aging web site. Includes health in for ma tion for 
older adults, statistics and research, pub li ca tions, links to rel-
 e vant organizations, free sub scrip tion to CDC’s Healthy Aging 
ListServe, and more.

National Blueprint: Increasing Physical Activity Among 
Adults Age 50 and Older — www.rwjf.org/publications/
publicationsPdfs/Age50_Blueprint_singlepages.pdf
A guide for organizations and agencies to plan strat e gies to help 
people age 50 and older increase their physical activity.

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, Active Living Resource 
Center — www.rwjf.org/programs/physicalActivity.jsp
Huge website with links to RWJ’s various Active Living-related 
programs, policy and environmental information, grant an-
 nounce ments, community health projects, and more.

Senior Farmers Market Nutrition Program, Washington 
State University — http://nutrition.wsu.edu/markets/
The Washington State Department of Social and Health Services 
re ceives funding from the USDA to provide fresh, locally grown 
fruits, veg e ta bles and herbs to Washington’s low-income older 
adults. Ap prox i mate ly 7,000 seniors in our state will benefi t over 
the next year. 

Washington Business Group on Health — www.wbgh.com
Non-profi t organization for large employers dedicated to fi nding 
in no va tive and forward-thinking solutions to the na tion’s most 
im por tant health issues. Current special focus on obe si ty. WBGH 
offers two publications on healthy aging in the workforce.

Washington State Nutrition & Physical Activity Plan: 
Policy & En vi ron men tal Approaches —
www.doh.wa.gov/Publicat/NPA%20State%20Plan.pdf
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steps to healthy ag ing
Here are some messages you can share on how to remain 
healthy through the years:  

Be physically active.

Eat a diet high in fruits, vegetables, and whole grains, 
and low in saturated fats.

Avoid tobacco use.

Get enough calcium.

If you drink alcohol, drink only in moderation.

Take care of your teeth and visit a dentist reg u lar ly.

See a health care provider regularly to fi nd out about 
screening tests and immunizations you might need.

If you take any medications, make sure you are taking 
them properly.

Be socially active with friends and family; be involved with 
your community.

For more information:
Washington State De part ment of Health • Offi ce of Health Pro mo tion

PO Box 47833 • Olympia, WA 98504-7833
Phone: 360.236.3736 • Fax: 360.753.9100

DOH Pub 130-048


